The Oval
Volume 14

Issue 1

Article 1

4-15-2021

The Oval, 2021

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarworks.umt.edu/oval

Let us know how access to this document benefits you.
Recommended Citation
(2021) "The Oval, 2021," The Oval: Vol. 14 : Iss. 1 , Article 1.
Available at: https://scholarworks.umt.edu/oval/vol14/iss1/1

This Full Volume is brought to you for free and open access by ScholarWorks at University of Montana. It has been
accepted for inclusion in The Oval by an authorized editor of ScholarWorks at University of Montana. For more
information, please contact scholarworks@mso.umt.edu.

THE OVAL

OVAL
THE

VOL. XIV 2021

VOL. XIV 2021

The Oval is a literary magazine published annually by the Creative
Writing Program of the University of Montana English Department,
the Associated Students of the University of Montana (ASUM), The
Student Involvement Network, and the Maureen and Mike Mansfield
Library. Printed on recycled paper by AlphaGraphics.
The Oval accepts electronic submissions of fiction, nonfiction, poetry,
and visual art. Only current undergraduate students may submit. For
more information, visit The Oval’s website.

90000>

9 780578 893402

VOL. XIV 2021

ISBN 978-0-578-89340-2

OVAL
THE

OVAL
OVAL
THE
THE

VOL. XIII
XIV••2020
2021
VOL.

UNIVERSITY CENTER

STUDENT
INVOLVEMENT
NETWORK

The Oval is a literary magazine published annually by the Creative
Writing Program of the University of Montana English Department,
the Associated Students of the University of Montana (ASUM), The
Student Involvement Network, and the Maureen and Mike Mansfield
Library. Each volume is printed with vegetable ink on recycled paper by
AlphaGraphics.
The title font for this volume is set in Raleway, and the body font in
Adobe Garamond Pro.
The University of Montana Bookstore, Fact & Fiction,
Shakespeare & Co., and The Book Exchange in Missoula, Montana, sell
copies of The Oval.
The Council of Literary Magazine and Presses’ (CLMP) Literary Press and
Magazine Directory and Newspages.com’s Index of Literary Magazines
include The Oval in their listings.
The Oval accepts electronic submissions of fiction, nonfiction, poetry,
and visual art. Only current undergraduate students may submit. For
more information, visit The Oval’s website.
The Oval Magazine
English Department, Liberal Arts 129
The University of Montana
Missoula, MT 59812
oval.editor@mso.umt.edu
www.umoval.wordpress.com
www.umt.edu/theoval
Copyright © 2021 The Oval Magazine
ISBN: 978-0-578-89340-2

Rights revert to the authors upon publication of the printed and electronic
editions of the magazine.

VOLUME FOURTEEN
Rebekah Jenkins, Editor-in-Chief
Andrea Halland, Design and Layout
Robert Stubblefield, Faculty Advisor
Shannon Janssen, Technological Administrator

FICTION

POETRY

NONFICTION

ART & LAYOUT

Alec Bartell
Maddelyn Black
Jeffrey Gustafson
Melissa Paulsen, Editor

Frances Brauneis, Editor
Andrea Halland
Rebekah Jenkins
Caroline Tuss

Will Clark
Abigail Hogan
Riese Muñoz, Editor
Max Owens
Cass Sissel

Andrea Halland, Editor
Abigail Hogan
Cass Sissel

EDITOR’S NOTE
If you are reading this, it is a good sign: You still care about the
creative process. It has been a year since the pandemic began, and art
has been considered useless by many for not adding to our productivity
levels. But you are still here, and so am I, and this little magazine that you
hold in your hand is proof that out there, reader, are more people like you
and like me. This year, The Oval Vol. XIV explains that art, creativity, and
the humanities are just as if not more important than ever. This year, our
magazine stands for the courage that our students have to continue their
endeavors in the arts or explore them for the first time. I am honored to
be this year’s editor.
A special thanks to our friends from ASUM, Megan Stark and the
Mansfield Library, the Creative Writing Program here at the University
of Montana as well as the English Department, Ken Price and AlphaGraphics, and Kevin Head and the Fall Writer’s Opus. Your generosity,
support, and time are never unnoticed, and we owe this and every issue
to you.
A very special thanks to our wonderful faculty advisor, Robert Stubblefield, whose wisdom stretches beyond the four walls of our classroom.
He raises the abilities and confidence of each one of his students, and his
generosity and humor are a gift to the University of Montana. Another
thanks to the amazing Shannon Janssen, our technical advisor who is
always on the job and answers all of our technological questions, even
the ones we don’t know how to ask. Both of you are invaluable, and we
wouldn’t be here without you.
To our strong-willed staff: Thank you. Your reading, writing, editing,
and marketing created this magazine, and you constantly showed up for
the rest of us. Thanks to our genre editors as well as the design and layout
board who worked very hard to perfect each page and comma and line
break. I’m also grateful to our design and layout editor, Andrea Halland,
who took on the incredible duties of Luke Smith and provided an easy
transition. Thank you all for your dedication to our magazine and to your
peers’ work.
In this year more so than ever, I am touched, honored, and eternally
grateful for the students who submitted their work during this time of
uncertainty and unrest. You were isolated, yet inspired, and your fiction,
nonfiction, poetry, and visual art are products of the brilliant creativity

that is fostered here at the University of Montana. My hope is that The
Oval is a stepping stone for the rest of your creative career. Because of
you, we will continue to thrive as the University of Montana’s literary
magazine for undergraduates. Here’s to you.
Cheers,
Rebekah Jenkins
Editor-in-Chief
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FIRST STEPS
Jordynn Paz

The baby pulled herself up on the TV stand, her big cheeks facing
the bloated gray screen. Her grandmother was in the kitchen washing the
lunch dishes. Every few minutes, her eyes flicked to the baby in the living room. Outside, the horses meandered lazily in the field. On an early
Friday afternoon, they were the only company for the people inside. The
usually busy house was quiet, save for the sink water and the cooing of
an eleven-month-old.
The child belonged to the grandmother, the only evidence of her
daughter’s mistakes. Though she was a grandmother twice now, she
wasn’t old. In her late forties, but not “approaching fifty.”
Her son had a child too, born just three weeks before the one now
in her living room. But he was married and cared for his child himself,
along with his wife. Unlike her daughter whose full-time job and college
degree still didn’t land her a husband that stuck around. The baby’s father
was nowhere to be seen, from another tribe that he returned to after “fixing” his mistake with a cheap ring.
She looked over to the child, who had since lowered herself back to
the floor and was now darting on all fours between the furniture. The
baby was chubby with cheeks that dragged her small lips down into a
perpetual frown and rolls on her arms and legs that looked like stacks of
plump bagels. She had dark hair that was still too short to tell she was a
girl and almond eyes that barely opened enough for the child to see. They
all but disappeared when she smiled.
“Auntie, where did you get that baby from? China?” one of the grandmother’s nieces always asked her. She wasn’t the only one. Oftentimes,
the grandmother would get looks in the store and she could almost hear
their questions. What’s that Indian woman doing with an Oriental child?
An Indian woman with long braids, handmade dresses, and high-top
moccasins carrying a chubby-faced Chinese baby was a sight, indeed.
Especially in Montana. Never mind that the child wasn’t Oriental at all.
She was an Indian baby through and through, the product of traditional
enemies no less.
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The grandmother hummed an old round dance song as she wiped
down her counters, her ears tuned into noise from the living room. She
always cleaned the counters after washing the dishes. Your kitchen might
as well have been a barn if you didn’t. Her sons were always dragging dirt
into the house after handling horses, saddles, and tack that hadn’t been
cleaned in years. Of course, when she told them to wash up before coming into her kitchen, they only half-listened. Young men always think
they’re done with their mothers, but they can’t seem to stay away.
She wiped down the kitchen table, sweeping the crumbs into her
hand. She’d sweep the floor after dinner. In her head, she made a list of
things she needed to get when she went into town over the weekend.
Thanksgiving was a week away and she’d been planning for days. All her
boys would be home and she knew she’d need enough to feed all their
appetites. She could count on the help of her second daughter, but she’d
have to put up with the constant complaints and sharp comments as
penance. She always paid it.
After laying the dishrag on the median of the sink, the grandmother
walked into the living room. The baby looked up at her with glee, pushing her chubby fists into the air and opening them, a request. The grandmother smiled and bent down to pick up her grandchild. She hauled the
doughy baby up and plopped her on her hip, chuckling at the effort. The
grandmother reached up and pinched the baby’s cheek lightly. The child
gave her a slobbery grin.
She walked down the darkened hallway to the bedroom the two
shared. Laying the child down gently, the grandmother grabbed a diaper and wipes, and changed the baby with a swiftness that came only
from practice and lifelong repetition. After seven children of her own,
her youngest not even a man yet, she could’ve done this blindfolded. No
one would applaud her—this was her job. She was a mother. And a single
one at that.
Her husband was buried up at the battlefield since he had fought
in the War. He’d been gone for six years, fighting for a country that all
but forgotten them. Their first child, Ella, was a toddler when he left
and their first son, Richard, was still in her belly. When her husband
returned, Richard didn’t know who he was. He had looked up at his
mother and asked, “Who is this man?” After the war ended, the couple
had the rest of their children all within two years of each other. During
this time of child-having, her husband busied himself with alcohol and
other women, leaving his children to be cared for by his ever-responsible
2 • Jordynn Paz

wife. Her father had been right when he said she’d have a hard life if she
married that man. She wished he hadn’t said it.
The grandmother heaved the baby up from the bed and took her
back to the living room. She gazed out the window, watching the quiet
breeze sweep through the dusty fields. She’d lived here for the last twenty years. Though it was a simple two-bedroom, she had made it work.
When all of her children were still under her roof, the boys had crammed
into the living room and first bedroom. She and her daughters had shared
the second. The great pastures that surrounded the house made up for
the cramped living. It wasn’t much, but it was a home for her children. A
place for them to always come back to.
She turned from the window and set the child down.
“Should we walk?” she asked. The baby gave her grandmother a gooey smile, her eyes disappearing above her cheeks.
The grandmother slid her index fingers into the baby’s closed fists
and lifted the child to her feet by her dimpled hands. The child giggled.
In her onesie-covered feet, she took a shaky step, her balance failing, but
Grandma steadied her from high above. The baby’s poked knuckles went
white with the effort to hold her own weight. She took another step,
finding her balance at last, and toddled across the living room and into
the kitchen. The grandmother laughed, still crouched over the child. The
little one led with her hands, taking small steps in her beaded moccasins.
“Itchik! Itchik!” Good! Good!
She followed the child’s feet and her own hands around the kitchen
table, laughing and giggling together. Suddenly, the door swung open,
hitting the window behind it. The grandmother’s smile faded as she
pulled her fingers out of the child’s grip, grabbing her underarms and
lifting the chunkster to her hip.
“What are you doing?” her son asked from the doorway.
“She’s almost ready to walk,” the grandmother replied plainly.
He looked at the baby quickly, then back at his mother. “Well, I
came by to pick up that extra saddle for Richard.”
“Oh,” she said.
“You have anything to eat?”
“Mmm, awaachia.” Sit down.
He took a seat at the table, removing his straw cowboy hat and setting it on the chair seat next to him, brim up. His mother set the child in
her highchair and moved to pull a plate from the cupboard.
“Coffee?” she offered.
The Oval • 3

“Yeah, yeah,” he said quickly, nodding his head.
There was still some in the pot from that morning. She turned on the
stove to heat it up.
“So, you’re gonna start getting into everything, huh?” her son said to
the baby, his thick calloused fingers reaching over to tap her cheeks. They
jiggled like Jell-O. The baby let out a scream of delight, bouncing herself
in the highchair. “See, Mom? You better keep an eye on her,” he said to
his mother. She didn’t turn around but smiled to herself.
After fishing in the fridge, the grandmother began making a bologna
sandwich. She buttered the bread and pulled the lunch meat out of the
wrappings. It was the last slice. She made a note in her head to grab lunch
meat when she went to town.
“What time are you cooking next week?” he asked her. He had gotten up from his seat and was now wandering around her kitchen for a
reason all his own. He was her third son, fifth child, and he never sat still.
Since his first steps, he was all over everything all the time. Chasing him
everywhere when he was a toddler was the fittest she had ever been—she
had to take in her belt. Thankfully, she didn’t have to chase him now.
Unlike his brothers, he didn’t take to drinking so she didn’t have to go
looking for him when he didn’t come home.
“Get here around three,” she said. “Don’t forget to tell your brothers,
don’t let them be late.”
“Mhm,” he mumbled back. He had started looking out the window
that faced the river. She knew he was no longer listening, so she quieted.
He was a poet, his mind always running, thinking things the rest of them
never bothered with. Sometimes he wrote it down. He’d written about
the mountains once. After one of his rides, he wrote about the ups and
downs of the coulees in the foothills of the Big Horn Mountains, on his
grandfather’s land. His mother didn’t understand it, but she was proud,
nonetheless.
She finished his sandwich and grabbed some potato chips from the
pantry. After dumping a small pile onto the plate, she set it on the table.
“Dia.” And he took his seat again. He started into his sandwich, the way
men do, like they’re mad at the food on their plate.
While he tore into his lunch, his mother put a couple chips on the
table in front of the highchair. She stepped back to the sink and turned
on the faucet, her index finger lingering under the stream. She added dish
soap before turning to face her son.
“You heard from Ella?” she asked.
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He snorted through his meal, “No, she don’t like me, remember?”
“Bitediasah,” she scolded him. “She’s your sister.”
“Whatever, Mom, she don’t even talk to us,” he said, finishing his
bite of sandwich. “The only one she’ll talk to is Richard, ever since you
had to fight her.”
“I didn’t fight her,” his mother spat back. “All I asked for was some
money to help with her.” She gestured to the child now banging her
hands on the table, making the potato chips jump.
“Don’t even know why you asked in the first place, what’d you expect?” he replied, disdain swelling his words. “You know she don’t want
to be bothered.”
“Well, it’s her responsibility—”
“Then give her back.”
The statement filled the kitchen, silencing everything with its sharpness. Even the baby stopped banging, her eyes fixed on her uncle like she
understood what he said.
Steam rose from the coffee pot on the stove. The grandmother, turning away from her son and grandchild, grabbed a mug from the cupboard
and filled it with darkness. She carried it to her son and dropped it loudly
on the table in front of him. He looked up at his mother, but she snapped
her eyes away quickly. He let out a sigh and shook his head, picking up
the coffee and taking a sip. They continued in tense silence, the son finishing up his lunch as his mother busied herself with her kitchen. The
baby between them chewed on her chip-covered fingers.
His plate emptied, he grabbed his hat, stood, and left without a
“thank you.” His mother picked up the cleared plate and mug and put
them into fresh dishwater.
He had always been arrogant, she thought. Always thought he knew
better than everyone, like his sisters. She washed his lunch plates while
the baby, still in her highchair, started whining.
“You can’t be hungry already, I just fed you,” the grandmother said
without turning around. If she fed her any more, she’d never be able to
pick her up again. The child continued her whimpering until it turned
into all-out screaming.
“Aagawah!” My gosh! the grandmother gasped. “Wait.” She finished
up her son’s dishes and placed them next to the other clean plates on the
rack. Stepping away from the sink, she leaned down to pull the child
from her highchair. The screaming baby’s face turned redder than a rare
steak while her eyes opened no wider than a paper cut.
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“Shh, shhh.” The grandmother softly held the child’s head against
her chest and bounced her as she walked around the kitchen. She bent
her knees as she walked like she was dancing, old-style. She began humming her father’s medicine song. The song about the foal singing on the
ridge of her childhood home in Soap Creek. As she sang and danced
lightly around her kitchen, the child’s screams turned to cries and then to
whimpers and finally to soft sniffles. With the baby’s tear-stained cheeks
and red eyes, they sat down in the wooden rocking chair with the quilted
cushion on the seat and the grandmother placed the baby on her lap,
facing each other.
The grandmother looked at the child and pulled up the edge of her
dress to wipe the wetness from her fat cheeks. The cheeks were a legacy
of her Medicine Tail family. Though the grandmother’s family had large
features as well, no one’s matched the large surface area of her husband’s
face. Had he been alive to meet this baby, he would’ve tossed her high
to the sky just to watch her cheeks lift in the air before she fell back into
his arms.
She lifted and turned the baby around to face the window.
“Ihgyah.” Look, the grandmother said, pointing out the window toward the horses now clustered around some hay. The boys must’ve fed
them without her noticing. The baby caught sight of the animals and let
out a squeal of excitement. She started kicking her legs and waving her
arms, rocking the two of them with her own force.
Though the grandmother would never admit it to her children, she
was glad the child was here to keep her busy. The baby was a small handful compared to her own kids when they had been infants. They had
cried and cried, and her husband would get upset, thinking her inept to
care for her own children. But not this baby. This baby was calm and she
was happy. No matter what way she came into this world and no matter
what the child’s mother did or didn’t do for her, she was a happy baby and
her grandmother couldn’t be more grateful. She had spent her life caring
for unhappy children who later became even more miserable adults. She
loved her children very much, but she could never figure out what had
happened to them. Probably something inherited from their father.
Looking around the living room, the grandmother surveyed for anything that needed tidying up. She had finished cleaning the kitchen twice
now since their lunch, so there was no need to fuss around unnecessarily.
She could start prepping things for dinner, but it was still too early for
that. She considered calling her sister to visit for a bit but then her sister
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would want to talk for hours and the grandmother couldn’t bring herself
to commit that much time to gossip.
“Should we watch some television?” she asked, leaning forward to
look at the baby’s face. “Yeah? Yeah?” the grandmother nodded her head
and smiled at the child, after a moment the baby grinned back and began
bouncing again.
Laughing, the grandmother set the child on the ground and stepped
over her to the television in the corner of the room. She wheeled the
stand forward to see better from her chair. She turned the dial, and a
high-pitched ringing filled the room as the screen glowed to artificial life.
At first, she made to sit back down in her chair, but she wandered into the
kitchen for a glass of water and an orange instead. Might as well have a
light snack with the afternoon’s story. While she filled her glass, she heard
the rambling characters of As the World Turns. The soap had already started. She liked these kinds of stories. They always broadcast in the lull of
her afternoons, so she could settle in for a watch. Of course, she’d never
actually finished an episode since she didn’t like sitting still for very long,
but they were good distractions for the meantime.
She turned off the faucet once her glass had filled and grabbed the
last orange in the bowl on her counter. She made another note to her
mind’s growing grocery list. Walking back to the living room, she saw the
child had pulled herself up on the couch across from the rocking chair
with her back to the talking faces of the television.
The grandmother sat down in her chair and slowly began rocking
herself on the balls of her feet. Setting her water down on the end table
next to her, she peeled her orange. While the people in the story continued talking, she made a neat pile of stringy peels on her lap. She pulled
a slice out of the bundled orange and held it out to the child. Without
warning, the soap disappeared and the television screen turned to black
with white grainy letters that read: CBS NEWS BULLETIN.
A voice came over the screen: “Here is a bulletin from CBS News…”
The baby caught sight of the orange in her grandmother’s outstretched hand and reached her chubby fingers for it. Her other hand
held her steady against the couch.
“...In Dallas, Texas, three shots were fired at President Kennedy’s motorcade in downtown Dallas. The first reports say that President Kennedy
has been seriously wounded by this shooting.”
The orange slice dropped from the grandmother’s hand as her head
snapped to look at the television. The news bulletin remained for a moThe Oval • 7

ment before returning to the soap opera. Confusion spread across her
face as she leaned back in her chair, wondering what had just happened.
The baby’s eyes had followed the orange to the floor and her covered toes
moved forward slightly in pursuit of the fallen fruit. Her grandmother
didn’t notice, nor did she reach down to pick up the orange.
Instead, the grandmother got up from her seat and went to the
phone on the wall in the kitchen. She dialed her son, Richard’s number.
The line rang and rang. Impatient, the grandmother mumbled about his
unnecessary outings before hanging up. On her way back to the living
room she heard a news anchor speaking and she took the last few steps a
little quicker. Her moccasins slid easily on the tiles. In front of the television, she didn’t sit down, instead focusing on the white-haired man with
black frames on the screen.
He talked more about the shooting, and that the president was at a
hospital somewhere in Dallas. The grandmother stared at the television
with her hand under her chin and her other arm wrapped around herself.
She said a prayer in Crow. The phone shrieked loudly from the kitchen,
making her jump. She pulled herself away from the screen and hurried to
the phone, lifting it off its mount.
“Huloh?” she asked, quickly.
“Hey,” her son answered brusquely on the other line. “Annie said the
phone just rang and I figured it was you.”
“Did you hear?” she asked him.
“Hear what?”
“There was a shooting,” she replied.
He huffed on the other line but said nothing, waiting for her to
continue.
“In Texas,” she said finally.
“Texas?” he repeated, confused.
“Aah, it was the president,” she told him.
“Oh, well, is he all right?”
“Bahluxduck,” she said. I don’t know.
He asked a few more questions and the grandmother replied with
fewer answers. After a minute or two, he asked her if there was anything
else. He had the horses loaded up and needed to get them to Lodge
Grass. She told him no, that was all, and he hung up.
Her ears listened for the baby. She heard the familiar wet smacking
and knew instantly that the child was chewing on the orange she’d left on
the floor. The grandmother heard the news anchor’s voice return to the
8 • Jordynn Paz

television and scuttled into the living room quickly.
The anchor had taken his black glasses off and set them on the desk
in front of him. In the background, people moved among desks while
he continued speaking. The grandmother’s eyes were frozen to the man,
waiting.
Behind her, the child stood up in front of the rocking chair facing
the television and news anchor. Her chubby hands opened for her grandmother. The back of her grandmother’s long skirts was just out of reach.
The child’s foot lifted, and she took a small, uneven step. Finding her
balance in the new position, she lifted her other foot and it landed again,
keeping her upright. She took another step and another until her open
hands found the back of her grandmother’s dress and she gripped them
tightly in her thick fists.
“From Dallas, Texas, the flash, apparently official, President Kennedy died at 1:00 p.m. Central Standard Time, some thirty-eight minutes
ago.”
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AN IRONIST
Caelan Cummings

A fruitful lexicon seems to be the inclination
individuals tend to envisage for themselves within today’s reality.
Many humans reason that speaking verses outside themselves
will conclude with intellect and divine knowingness
beyond the complexities of mere puny mortals.
We all have encountered an opportunist needing to
reach such astounding heights unbeknownst to our cognition.
They seem to have grasped a truth of all human experience
that can only be exacerbated in their words.
To what shame they create upon their character?
belittling the bashful in admiration of foolishness.
to say they are a genius goes beyond mere perception,
they themselves do not possess a term for that.
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WATERING STONES
Madeline Kelly

a response to Mary Oliver
let me be a source of water,
drink deep from the well of my throat,
look past my lips to the darkened
living room of this world.
there’s a figure
leaning on the cold hearth stealing
stop
from my throat
selling it to you.
help is half price, the market is flooded
with too many of these dull grey pebbles
laying quietly sealed in jars
now too dead to whisper
anything.
you who drink from me greedy,
like a child without restraint
water passing over our chin
drinking as you kneel at that fireplace
exalting the thief of my words—
I love you
		
I love you
I love you.
stones with jagged edges falling
from your tongue passing over
our chin like water.
coming to lay underfoot with the rest
of the gravel that is pressed against
my cheek.
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ABUELA
Nikki Zambon

Abuela groans in the night. I hear her bones creaking.
She wakes early, while the rest of her little house sleeps and farts in
darkness. A slow leak of Spanish escapes her lips, a harsh whisper that
pierces the unlit house. She slides her feet into the matted blue slippers
beside her bed.
Rest, I would tell her, if she listened to me.
She smoothes her joints, coaxing the cartilage into place. She rocks
back and forth until she’s heaved herself into standing position, unstable
as a tangled string puppet. There’s work to be done and the boys won’t
be up until noon.
Every morning, she rolls a cigarette and puts the kettle on. She waddles to the cupboard to take out the maté, a small, silver gourd, and a
dirty bombilla straw.
The rest of the house holds a steady slumber, but Abuela sees the
sunrise.
She pours boiling water into her gourd, con azucar—she always takes
it sweet—and sucks up the first bit of loose green tea through the straw.
She once told me if someone offers me the first sip of maté, they’re
making a fool out of me.
She is four feet, ten inches tall. With a red knitted cap and a rolled
cigarette dangling from her lip, she bustles around the kitchen, chopping
yellow onion, boiling small potatoes, warming milk on the stovetop.
Her hands are braided at the knuckles, peppered with age spots and
old scars. She uses a wooden mallet to pound meat for milanesa. She
melts fat to prepare torta frita for the rainy day to come: a tradition in
this country.
The most gentle alarm clock, the smell of hot oil cracking garlic
cloves, wafts in from her kitchen and awakens the house.
Every morning, I move to the table to watch the cigarette perched
between her lips grow a tail of ash long as a shadow, waiting for it to disappear into some pan or another, but it never does.
Grandma magic.
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The boys are up. Men really, but you wouldn’t know it by looking
at them. They play games on their phones all day and sneak out to get
drunk in the night. And you should hear the way her four grandsons talk
to Abuela, the only woman left in the family after their mother died a few
months back.
They tell her to shut up. Call her idiota. They tell her to make them
more food, clean their filthy socks, roll their cigarettes, stop bothering
them to find a job. More meat. Stop telling me to eat.
And after they’ve released all the pain from the depths of their
mouths, she takes their words, straps them to her back, and falls to the
ground to keep scrubbing. She mutters to herself as she cleans the bathroom floor. All the things she does, has done, go unnoticed.
She yells at me for feeding the stray dogs in the barrio, who come
together in a pack and howl outside her window all night, demanding
more. I lower my eyes and toss them scraps when she’s not looking.
She spits insults at the aloe plants outside of her house, talking about
useless, rotted leaves. She lets me rub their smelly slime across her face,
embarrassed to be doing something so impractical and vain. Her furrowed brow relaxes beneath a gentle touch. I tell her it’s good for the
nerves and makes her beautiful. The next day, I whisper an apology about
our faces stained yellow from the decay. She sticks her tongue out at the
mirror.
Every day, the wrinkles on her face set a new course, hollowed out
lines in a forgotten field. Her eyes, a dark, unidentifiable color, descend
deeper into her skull.
The only flashy thing she ever does is dye her hair one shade of red
too bright. The boys tease her about the skintinted cherry on her scalp.
She swats them with a towel, holding back a girlish smile.
I sip her sweet maté at the table. I nod my head, listening to her
endless flurry of Spanish, without understanding much. The others speak
slowly so I can follow, but for Abuela, it isn’t about whether or not I
comprehend.
It is about someone sharing maté with her as she speaks.
She warns me.
When my fiancé and I had first come to Uruguay to live with her, she
didn’t like me. A gringa in her house. What was her grandson thinking?
There were plenty of women in this town who would be content with
him. He always has to be so difficult.
She barely acknowledges my presence for months, but continues to
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feed me.
One evening, I refuse to eat. I cry on the bed, missing my mother,
unable to forget about my decisions. Leaving my country to marry a man
who didn’t tell me his real name until we were already engaged. Abuela
enters the doorless room carefully, moving to the bed to pet my hair until
I am calm enough to eat her goulash soup.
Ever since then, she rolls me a cigarette first thing in the morning.
She washes my dirty shoes when I’m not looking. She mends my underwear and leaves them folded delicately on the bed.
But she still won’t let me cook. Not that I would want to.
One night, in the dark with only the glow of the TV playing her
beloved Telemundo soaps, my fiancé and I fight. It is violent and Abuela
stands in the doorway of her room, watching us. Her crimson hair flys
out in different directions while we poison one another in her home.
The next morning, she comes to my bed while my fiancé is out of the
house. She looks at me with frantic love, telling me to leave. Telling me
to take my chance and never come back. She loves me, but never come
back.
I lived with Abuela for many months more because I was intensely in
love with her grandson.
I wake up every morning in the dark. I light the pre-rolled cigarette
Abuela has left for me on the counter. I overwater the aloe plants and
kick stones in the driveway. He and I fight and hit and disgrace her little
house for months.
Until finally, I understand that Abuela knows best.
But even now, though it’s been years since I left, I fret over tender
bones, sighing in the night, waiting for someone to hear them. I find
myself thinking about whether she still dyes her hair the same shade of
lipstick red, or if she lets it grow coarse and grey like I also wanted her to.
I imagine all the boys have left her by now. I worry how she gets her meat
and potatoes and cream from the corner store to her house.
I miss the zapallo she would go out of her way to cook for me every
night because she knew it was my favorite. I remember the short, white
wedding dress she insisted on buying me from town, too expensive, but
wanting to make me feel loved and pretty. How I never got to wear it and
left it dangling in the very back of her closet when I went away.
I wonder if she cooks torta frita for herself when it rains.
Above all, though, I wonder about a long, unwavering cigarette ash.
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SAY MY NAME
Gwen Nicholson

My name is nothing. My name is never-was.
My name was scrubbed white
with rancid milk and winter water
by cruel unfaithful brides of Christ.
My name was cut to pieces
with barbed wire and irrigation,
buried under sweetgrass ashes—
buried under cowshit oceans.
I thought I’ve maybe seen it somewhere—
Hitching rides by St. Ignatius, bound for California fire—
Curled into the fists of my brother,
as I beg him to bloody up my nose,
or maybe stowed away in boxed-up Gardiner,
folded in the dried-out hearts of Buffalo.
Maybe, I thought, I saw—but no.
The old name was murdered—
killed completely dead—
and nothing in this dream can make it live again.
And so, I made myself a new one
out of our inheritance:
diet Pepsi cans,
soiled paperbacks from discard bins,
and little bits of lard and bone.
A name built from what they left us—
but utterly my own.
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I hope that when you say it,
it feels just like a kiss.
A taste of sweet not-quite-sugar,
a taste of what will be,
of things that could’ve been.
I hope that when they say it—
it cuts their tongues to shreds.
I hope that they die slowly,
throats completely clotted,
choking on my rough and lovely name.
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A COLLECTION OF MOMENTS
Sophia Reichelt

THE START
I was born in a town that had one stoplight. One stoplight and a
store that barely covered the five food groups in their inventory. We had
a bar that sold burgers and at least three churches, so everyone had a place
to be on Sunday mornings.
Sunday mornings looked like children in their best, walking hand in
hand with their parents through pews filled with the devout population
of the community and people waking up outside the bars, stammering
home to their recliners and televisions. My Sundays were spent in my bed
wondering if Mom would make us get up for mass. The short answer was
no, she won’t. And the long answer is she’ll be too tired to get us ready,
but she’ll say it’s our fault for not getting up and showing the initiative.
I liked Sundays at home. Dad always cooked potatoes.
MY HOME
I remember car rides to Grandma and Grandpa’s. Four hours: my
siblings in the row behind me, two of them sitting on either of my sides.
Mom and Dad had been ignoring us since we left the house; they would
play every radio station I wish hadn’t existed and that added to the mountain of irritation starting at my feet. We pass windmills; I remember the
fields of massive metal soldiers all moving in unison, pawing at the air.
My youngest brother kicks the rhythmic interlude to every song on
the radio into my lower back. One and a two and a three… I start to feel
the rhythm in my head, pounding behind my eyes. My sisters beside me
fight over which movie to watch on the screens in the headrests of my
parents. It has always been Hercules or Sleeping Beauty and at that point I
would not mind in the slightest if Aurora took a trip out the car window
to get her beauty rest. Their fighting envelops the car and soon both my
parents are turning around to cease all the bickering and bring equilibrium back to our minivan. I remember wishing in that moment that there
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was no yelling and no feet hitting my back repeatedly. That for once our
family could rest in silence.
I realize now that wish was childish. That I was greedy to take all that
time with them and only let irritation fill my head. I am in my own car
now and there is no one to speak, no one to yell. The radio plays songs I
have never heard and there is no sense of normalcy behind their rhythms.
My head pounds, but it is from the lack of caffeine and nicotine I have
ingested. No one sits behind me or beside me and all that is in front of
me is a long road. A very lonely road.
ALONG THE WAY
There have been many roads I have driven down on the way to finding this place. One road was gravel, fields of wheat on either side and
dust poured into my rolled down windows. There’s antelope grazing in
the ditch and I wonder if they’ll even be alive this time next year. Will I?
That is the road I try to forget.
Another road was along a mountainside and surrounded by pines
and wildflowers. Ahead is the weeping wall. I have placed my head under
the streams of water that flow down the rocky cliffs many times before.
Mountain goats jump and kick and I still haven’t found how they keep
their balance. This is the road that showed me stability.
A road I remember is one that leads to the lake. The water is warm
and I can see my feet treading beneath me in ripples of blue. We drink
root beer and laugh about my fear of fish.
They say, “Why fish?”
And I tell them I don’t know.
The ripples of blue remind me of the uncertainty of the bottom, and
I think, this is a road I will leave in the past for a while.
THE CAT
We found her at the shelter by the clothing store you loved. You
said we could go in and look, but we weren’t bringing anything home. I
agreed with the sheer excitement of just saying hello to each one. There
was a hall of plexiglass paneling, faces of fear, joy, and exhaustion behind
each staring back at us.
We got to the end and there was a face unlike the rest. The face
looked battered and worn; exhaustion was a word inadequate for what
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lurked behind those eyes. I turned to you knowing the answer. Knowing
this cat that looked like it was hit by a train, maybe two, was not coming
home with us. But you smiled. You smiled and nodded, and I picked
her up knowing she would never be without love again. We brought
her home and she lay in your chair. She slept for weeks and then finally
moved to look out the window.
She moves from the recliner to the window once a day. Her collar
says Patches but we call her Mama Kitty. I often wonder if she’ll be here
when we have kids, if they’ll hold her the way I did when we brought
her home. Or if she’ll be a mound of dirt in our yard that we can all lay
flowers on once a year with a marker that says MAMA.
THE SONG
There is an arch of branches and flowers I found and picked in the
meadow and guests are finding their seats on the grass. You’re up in our
room finishing your hair, and my sisters help me zip up my dress. I look
down at my feet, they’re dirty. I spent the morning setting up the chairs
and decorations in the yard. I didn’t wear shoes, I guess I never wear
shoes. I could wash them, but they’ll just pick up dust and pebbles as I
walk to you. I promise to wash them before we crawl into bed tonight.
My dress is on, my hair has been curled, and I’m standing on the
porch facing our family and friends when I hear the door behind me
open. It’s you. You’re wearing the outfit we found in the store by the shelter, and your hair is pulled back leaving two curls framing your face. Your
feet are covered in leather dress shoes that remind me of the 1950s. We
smile at each other and begin walking towards our family, hand in hand.
I never thought I would be here for this moment, never thought I
would get to hold your small hands in mine and say that I’ll be around
forever. Forever and always, a song that repeats ‘til we too are in a mound
in the yard.
WE BRING HER HOME
The hospital smells like rubbing alcohol and latex gloves. The nurses
all mill about from room to room taking breaks in between to eat a salad
or go outside to light a cigarette. We are sitting in the waiting room, I’m
rubbing my hands together and taking shallow breaths, you’re on your
phone looking at the recent listings for antique rugs for our living room.
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We have been here since 5:00 a.m. It’s nearing noon and my stomach
makes noises that I cannot silence.
Around 3:00 p.m. a nurse calls our names and escorts us down the
hall to a room mark 213B. We enter and see her: our girl. We have been
waiting nine months for this moment and it is finally in our reach. The
young girl hands us the little bundle that is to be coming home with us,
and we both cry. Nothing could have prepared me for the moment I
finally looked into her eyes and knew that we would watch her grow into
the woman she was always destined to be.
We send well wishes to the family that brought Esther into this world
and allowed us to be her parents. I see one single tear roll down the young
girl’s face and I cannot tell if it is falling from joy or longing. We leave her
in the hospital bed to recover and carry Esther out to the car. We buckle
her in, turn on the radio, and drive. It is finally the part where we bring
her home.
OUR HOME
“I want to know why.”
The sky above us is blue and I can hear birds in the trees to my left.
Our house sits on the hill behind me. The garden is finally growing, the
animals have all been returned to pasture, and the picnic blanket from
our breakfast this morning still lays spread out, absorbing heat from the
heavy sun rays beating down.
“You want to know what?” I ask as your feet bring you closer to the
gate at the bottom of the hill. You won’t turn towards me and I can tell
that there are tears welling in your eyes, by the way your body slightly
shakes.
“Why things are the way they are.”
“Well, there are infinite answers to that question. The breakfast this
morning was cold because I had to drag you from bed. The electricity
went out at the beginning of the month because we forgot to pay the bill.
The sun sits in the sky because if it were any closer it would, unfortunately, melt off our skin. We live in a place untouched by the outside world
because I cannot stand the sound of traffic; but if you’re asking why our
world this morning was bombarded with news reports of violence, hate,
and ignorance, I don’t know that I have the answer. I do not know if it
is a “why” things are the way they are or a “how” things got to the way
they are, or if the how or why even matters. I’m afraid that people are
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forgetting to care or maybe they don’t know how.”
I finish talking and at this point you’ve turned around to meet my
eyes and I see one single tear roll down your cheek. You cross your arms
to hold tight at your sides at an attempt to stop the sobs that shake your
frame.
“I cannot take one more story of a life cut short, and I cannot handle any more statistics about the time we have left on this dying rock in
space.” Your hands are at your sides and I see anger in your face for the
first time this week. I wanna say, let’s run away or our world is here, not
out there, but I know that’s selfish. The world on the TV is our world too
and I can’t let us forget that those lives cut short are names we need to
remember, and those statistics are what is gonna help us save this rock in
space that we’re on.
So instead, I say, “If you can’t take one more story, let me take it for
the both of us, and if you need a moment without statistics, I’ll read the
papers. The world can wait until tomorrow, but morality cannot. So,
when you’re ready, we will watch those stories and read those papers, and
then we will decide what we have to do to make the outside look like the
inside of those four walls.”
You grab my hand and I lead us back into our house where the cat is
in the recliner and our daughter sleeps in her crib by our bed.
DINNER
I learned to cook from my great-grandma Sue when I was 11. Her
frail hands would point out key factors and ingredients in each recipe she
had perfected, and she would talk for hours about what food was good
at what time of year and what you should make for parties and potlucks.
I never went to any of those or hosted them for that matter, but I appreciated the sentiment.
The kitchen is where I can find peace at the end of a long day. I tie
the apron my wife bought me for our two-year anniversary; it is embroidered with flowers and swirling lines that remind me of the time I spent
traveling in the Andes in college. I always start by reading the recipe,
finding every minute detail, like Gram had taught me. My ingredients
are strewn about the counter and I’m turning the stove on when I see tiny
feet pad across the tile flooring and stop at my own.
“What’re you doing in here my love?” I see her little face turn up to
mine and smile.
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“I want to cook too Mama.” I remember the times in the past I
would try to teach my four-year-old small tasks in the kitchen and it
ended in flour on the floor and us crying over spilt milk. I wish I had the
patience of her other mom, and I wish I could guide her along never once
feeling frustrated, but it’s hard. I take a deep breath and remind myself of
her tiny hands eager to help, and I grab the stool from the dining room.
“Come here my love, let’s make dinner for Mom.”
THE END
Time always passed in a way that felt like the moments after your
alarm went off and you’ve fallen back asleep to awake and it’s midafternoon. I can’t always remember how we got from there to here, or how so
much happened without me noticing. It is just me now and the house
feels like not even a draft has passed through it in years. The love of my
life passed two years ago, and Esther works in a hospital on the east coast.
She writes to me and calls every Wednesday, but I know she’s busy building her own life and I don’t resent her for that. Mama Kitty lived until
Esther was five, and we never got another pet after her.
I miss the days when we had tiny feet on the hardwood, and cat paws
in the flower beds around the house. I miss Sundays with my mother and
father, and car rides with my siblings. I miss the first moment I laid eyes
on my love and the day we said, “I do.” I miss cooking for our family and
cleaning flour off of everyone’s faces when baking went awry. I miss the
nights spent dancing on the hardwood and the days when I would hold
you and shield you from the world.
I can’t always remember how we got from there to here, but I know
it was heavenly. I loved it all to heaven.
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SOMETHING TO PRAISE
Myles Luedecke

her lips crack like
barnacles, and there’s
a deep red in there, grown
stab wounds, some
thing a peacock writes home
about. This some
thing of a man, stitched together
alive, a trailer park
of broken Michelangelos.
her nails blue gleam—
a thunk! Each floorboard
under a good night’s sleep under
moon, under a seesaw, under
something that licks the ear
drums thrumming, a beat to
fuck to, tap dance around,
chew on the diction,
like a dog, something
that reminds me of
death. The canyons in your
head lose electricity and
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the camera pans, and
the neck distorts like dishcloth, like
something that hurts to
hold—yellow kite, it
billows. The hearth ash pricks the
bottom of fingernails and
a straw breeze into both
ears, tickling ear of
wheat stems through
all the small orifices.
Something plumbers hear when
their wives have curled over, some
thing pugnacious, a
gymnasium full of three step dance.
Something I believe is tinnitus—
they’ve been at it for hours.
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THE SQUIRREL AND PAPPY SHOW
Kat Jackson

My father and I sit in the dirt on the hill looking over the river. The
earthy scent of sagebrush is intoxicating. His heeler mutt, Lucy, sits tall
and proud beside him, completely still with her large coyote ears standing
straight and an expression of unflinching focus in her deep brown eyes.
His rifle lies between us, and we nurse our cans of PBR. It’s the golden
hour of evening, the sky brilliantly streaked with lavender and light orange. In this lighting, the bark of the willow trees below are painted a
pale pink. The gently rippling water provides an uncanny, but inherently
altered reflection of the world. If I focus my eyes on the earth, I can see
the subtle movement of bugs, and if I’m lucky, I might catch sight of a
horny toad. I’ve got a talent for spotting them and even dubbed myself
the horny toad whisperer back when I was in junior high.
My father wears a beat-up cowboy hat and wire-rimmed glasses. A
thin, faded yellow and blue friendship bracelet I made when I was in
elementary school is still threaded through the eyelets of his hat. It’s the
straw one. In the winter, he wears his father’s old felt one, but once the
ratio of mud to snow shifts to mud being in the majority, he switches to
the straw. He is quiet and still, but his eyes trace the landscape. My dad
has always been most at home outside of the confines of civil society.
When he was eighteen, he won homecoming king, but having not even
realized he’d been nominated, he skipped the dance to go fishing with
his grandpa. He’s got binoculars pressed to his face, but hands them to
me when he spots a moose and her calf half concealed in the willows. He
guides my vision, telling me how to orient myself using various landmarks—“Can you find that big thistle by the old fence post? Go left
from there”—until I can see them too. The rifle isn’t for them—we’re
waiting for beavers—so we just watch them meander through the weeds,
unaware of our presence.
Everyone tells me I look and sound like my mom, and in most ways
that’s true. We have the same sky-blue eyes and freckled noses. I’m often
mistaken for her on the phone due to our similar voices. But my hands
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are from my dad. I have his broad palms, short nail beds, and crooked
ring finger. He used to write too, but he’s a private and excessively humble man, so he just laughs and shakes his head whenever I ask about it.
I remember him reading my mother a bit of prose once while we were
camping, though. A western, I think, or maybe western adjacent.
I don’t know when he quit writing, but he never stopped telling stories. I grew up on wild tales of pirates, bank robbers, highwaymen, and
international spies. From a young age, he instilled in me an appreciation
for adventure and independence. He was the one who taught me to question the histories fed to me in school. Outlaws were folk heroes in the
stories he told me. They were Robin Hood figures who stood up to the
fat cats from the East on behalf of the poor country folk stuck under the
bank’s heel. He taught me to be critical of the government, but he also
taught me not to listen to the ramblings and conspiracy theories popular
in our neck of the woods. I was encouraged to stand up to The Man, but
he made sure I had an actual understanding of who The Man is (hint: it’s
not Jewish people or immigrants or the ever-elusive and vague scapegoat
of “city-slick libs”).
Which isn’t to say all his stories were serious life lessons. Once, he
volunteered to read to my second-grade class, and on his way into town,
he spotted a porcupine in the field. Running over to it, he threw his cowboy hat down on its back and quickly snatched it back up. After walking
into my classroom with a hat full of quills, our reading hour became a
totally improvised story about how his horse had bucked him off headfirst into a porcupine. We all believed him because he’s the kind of guy
you want to believe even when you know he’s telling a tall tale. His kind,
hazel eyes and shy, crooked smile are too genuine to be a con.
Plus, he’s got the scars to back up his stories. He’s a lifelong adventurer who spent his youth guiding wealthy thrill seekers on treacherous
trips through the most remote corners of Alaska. Even now, he goes on
several extreme mountain climbing expeditions (or death marches, as I
call them) a year. He’s trekked all through the notorious Wind River
Range, occasionally eating dog food or gophers when he and his buddies
find themselves in sticky situations. That sort of lifestyle leaves its mark
over time. As a child, when he told me the scars on his chin and the back
of his head were from wrestling a shark, I didn’t question it.
While we wait for the beavers to appear, he tells me about his grandpa from whom he inherited the rifle. It’s a 1967 Canadian Centennial
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Winchester model 94, chambered in 30-30, which means it’s older than
both of us. His grandpa—the same one he skipped homecoming to fish
with—had used it for exactly the same purpose as us.
“You know, in the spring when money was tight, he used to go out
looking for any sheep that’d died in the winter and skin them. I guess
he’d get around $15, $16 for their skin, but can you imagine the smell of
those carcasses as they finally thawed?”
“He was tough,” I say. In actuality, I only have a few genuine memories of this man, my father’s namesake, but I’ve heard so many stories, I
feel like I know him.
“Toughest guy I ever knew,” my dad agrees. We clink our beer cans
together and simultaneously take a sip.
Ever since our family came from Europe only a few generations ago,
we’ve been trappers, miners, and cowboys. This is something we take a
quiet pride in. Perhaps even more so now that my father is officially the
last to carry out this tradition. He’s also fallen out of time a bit. When he
dresses up, he wears the silk scarves popular among the old timers even
though they’re no longer in fashion with people his age and younger. He
has no use for the rodeos or violent displays of masculinity that seem to
define the modern-day cowboy. He’s disgusted when he sees the pride
with which they beat up their horses. Instead, he mostly hangs out with
the vaqueros who find their way to Wyoming from Mexico. Those guys,
he says, understand that livestock are still living creatures and as such,
require kindness.
Finally, as the sun begins to slip over the horizon, a beaver appears,
swimming around a bend in the river. Wordlessly, my father lifts the rifle,
and I plug my ears. A shot rings out, startling a group of geese in one of
the nearby fields. Lucy flinches and then lets out a low sound that is neither a bark nor a howl, but which we refer to as her “talking” because she
does it often and in a way that seems conversational. Cherry red blood
spreads through the current as the beaver’s body twitches and convulses.
“It was a headshot,” he tells me. “He’s dead. It’s just nerves.”
I nod. I know this, but when he first took me deer hunting at ten
years old, I was caught off guard and disturbed by the phenomenon.
Now he always takes care to remind me they aren’t suffering. If he hadn’t
gotten a clean shot, it would be a different story. He would be racing
down the hill to put the poor creature out of its misery.
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As it is, we take our time descending the slope to retrieve the body.
It’s steep enough that we have to walk sideways with the edges of our
boots sending loose soil cascading down. Downing his beer, he hands me
the can so he can carry the body back to the truck. He never lets me carry
them, but I’m not complaining.
Lucy follows along dutifully. She’s small for a heeler mutt, so her
dad was probably some kind of Jack Russell or something, although the
rancher we got her from insisted he’d been a Border Collie. She’s white
with large brown patches on her side and on her head, and she’s long and
skinny, standing at less than a knee high. Her ears are bigger than her
head. Lucy’s devotion to my father is so great that as a puppy, she used
to run away to find him where he works as a mechanic and operator at
a sulfur terminal after going there with him once when he got called out
in the middle of the night. Sometimes she’d be missing for days before
finally showing up exhausted and starving at the remote facility. These
days he just lets her come to work with him. She’s got her own employee
ID and everything.
“I hope that shot didn’t disturb Mongo too much,” I jest, referencing
the giant crawdad we imagine lives beneath the surface of the river. I
think my dad originally made him up to deter me from jumping in the
water without supervision, but the myth took on a life of its own over
the years.
“I don’t know Squirrelly, maybe if we annoy him enough, he’ll help
out with the beavers,” he replies using the nickname he gave me as a child
due to my early passion for tree climbing.
The mosquitos are descending upon us with urgency now. He walks
ahead of me, and I swipe them off his shoulders as they land. Lucy stays
right at his heel, trotting along with her head held high and talking to us
quietly as if she’s contributing to the conversation. Which she is in her
own way. It wouldn’t be the same without her input.
On our way out, we check our traps laid out along the riverbed.
They’re the same contraptions my great-grandpa used when he was trapping professionally. They’re rusted plenty, but they do the job as well as
any modern beaver trap could, I suppose. Right now, they’re empty, but
in the morning they won’t be. Really, those traps alone would take care
of the job for us, but we enjoy drinking beer by the river in the evening,
and beaver hunting gives us an excuse to do so.
“Really is a shame how goddamn many of these things there are this
year,” my dad says gesturing at the corpse he carries.
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“What’re we at now?” I ask. “Is this guy number 28?”
“Twenty-nine,” he replies. “I took care of one this morning on my
way to work.”
I make a low whistling sound. Our record in a year is 32, and it’s only
May. My dad doesn’t like killing them any more than I do. They’re smart
animals and harmless if there aren’t too many, but the river is becoming
so overpopulated that we can’t keep up with the damage they cause. Besides that, all signs indicate we’re moving into another drought cycle, and
they’re gumming up the irrigation system. We haven’t got a choice if we
want to put up a decent harvest.
By the time we make it to the old Ford pickup, the bugs are swarming. We curse ourselves for having left the windows of the cab open,
trying desperately to crank them up manually. Lucy tries to claim the
passenger seat, as if by jumping in before me, she can secure her usual
spot next to my dad. She yelps and growls a little when I push her out
of the way, but my dad scolds her. She talks back to him defiantly before
putting her ears back and compromising by sitting on my lap. He puts
some Corb Lund on the radio, and we discuss a horror podcast we’re
both listening to separately. He’s managed to get a few episodes ahead of
me and is threatening spoilers. I know he wouldn’t tell me anything even
if I wanted him to, but still I play along.
“I swear to God if you ruin…”
“They all die, kid. Every last one of them.”
“Well, yeah, that’s a given.” I roll my eyes and grin at him. He’s
grinning back. I can see on his front incisors where they had to glue the
teeth back on after he’d chipped them in some sort of accident involving
a donkey back when he was in Alaska. When I knocked my own front
teeth out a few years ago (albeit in an altogether more embarrassing fashion), I told him it was ‘cause I wanted to match.
We drive on a two-track dirt road away from the river. It’s a bumpy
route, and the passenger side seat belt is broken, so I press my palm to
the roof and hold onto Lucy’s sinewy little body in an attempt at keeping us from being jostled too much. My father rotates his right arm like
he’s trying to loosen up the joint. His jacket hides the way his clavicle
extends from his body at an unnatural angle. The last time he dislocated
his shoulder, he’d permanently disfigured it. It happened while we were
pushing cattle when I was about 14. I remember hearing him shout,
“Whoa, son!” as his horse, Charlie, spooked at something I couldn’t see.
Charlie’s a large, sorrel American Quarter Horse who is heavily mus38 • Kat Jackson

cled and the fastest of all our ponies. Unfortunately, he’s also naturally
skittish, and although he’s a giant sweetheart, he doesn’t know his own
power. Charlie reared, and they both disappeared behind the tall, thick
sagebrush. I immediately tapped my spurs against my own horse’s sides
and galloped over. My father was already in shock by the time I got to
him, laughing off his injury and insisting he was fine regardless of how
clearly he was not fine. It had happened plenty of times before, he argued. It was no big deal.
I think he resents his body for aging. He resents that he can’t walk off
his injuries like he used to. Just last fall, he was kicked in the leg by a steer,
and what he initially assumed would result in a bit of stiffness for a week
or so ended up being a months long recovery. His calf muscle has never
lost the deep gash, and the skin there is pale pink and shiny. He swears if
he’d gotten the same injury 20 years earlier, he would’ve been fine. Maybe
that’s true, but he says it in a way that makes it obvious that he sees this as
a personal failing. His body can’t quite keep up with him the way it used
to, and it’s rocking his sense of self.
This isn’t necessarily a bad thing though. My dad uses the experience
of aging as inspiration to live just as spontaneously and adventurously as
he always has. Often, he reminds me to be thankful for my youth while
I’ve got it, so I can be as regret free later in life as he is. Once, while drinking together and playing darts in the garage, he suggested we go climb
one of the larger hills nearby.
“Um, it’s midnight,” I argued, “and we’re both buzzed?”
“So what? You’re 21 goddamn years old Squirrel. You can jump that
far.” So we went and climbed the hill. There doesn’t necessarily need to be
a reason to do something with him, so long as what you’re doing makes
you feel alive
I was in middle school and beginning to find my footing as a storyteller when I began retelling his old tales back to him. Eventually, we
began making new ones up together. Over dinner, we would animatedly
inform my mother of the backstory we’d created for the cave we found
back in the desert which seems to be man made. (We figure it was an
old miner driven mad after years spent beneath the earth. He saw that
that particular cliff seemed to get struck by lightning an awful lot, so he
started obsessively digging for precious metals, not realizing that he was
instead digging his own tomb. If you venture far enough into it, you can
still hear the echo of his pickaxe against stone.) My mother began referThe Oval • 39

ring to these tirades as The Squirrel and Pappy Show, and now if conversation lags, she’ll ask, “does The Squirrel and Pappy Show have any new
material?” which we always do since much of it is made up on the spot.
We drive until we find a decent gulch to toss the beaver in. It’s far
enough from the house that we don’t have to worry about the dogs getting into it. It actively pains him to senselessly waste the body, but the
pelt is worthless this time of year, and we aren’t quite hick enough to eat
beaver when we’ve got a freezer full of wild game and homegrown beef.
(“I tried it once when I was your age, thought I’d be a genuine mountain
man. Greasiest meat I’ve ever seen.”) Technically, we could harvest the
castor glands, but all you get is about an ounce of gland per beaver, and
a pound of it only goes for $50 or so. We’d decided the effort involved in
harvesting and storing them wasn’t worth the payout.
Instead, we’ve been joking that we’re paying tithing to the sasquatch
or mothman or any of the other creatures we imagine living among the
brush. As long as we provide adequate sacrifices, they’ll let our humble
bit of property be. By now, it’s dark except for our headlights casting long
shadows across the landscape, and we get a thrill out of spooking ourselves. These sorts of imagined scenarios make up a substantial portion of
our conversations. We feed off each other’s ideas. He makes something
up about a gigantic, snake-like mammal almost resembling a badger that
stalks its prey silently through the brush, and I add that it lives in an undiscovered cave network entered through common badger holes. From
this detail, he states that this monster only hunts during the new moon
because light blinds it. Together, we build a library of folklore.
On the way home, my dad turns down the radio so we can listen to
the coyotes cry. We yip back at them and pretend we are communicating
with something stranger and more ancient than a common coyote. Lucy
throws her head back and howls with us, low and lonesome sounding.
He points to a distant ridge and asks what I’d do if we saw a Dark Watcher standing right there.
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BLUE BATHTUB ON 9TH STREET
Elizabeth Hewey

My limbs are welted by gravity
as water drains from the blue bathtub.
My thighs, belly, and angry breasts
are no longer delicately floating
but have become rusted anchors,
holding me against the tub.
Why soak in still water
when I could be in a river?
My toes pointed downstream—
mountain runoff so fucking cold.
My body a log in late May
being pushed up against a barricade,
touched and cut by other twigs and branches.
Each healed scratch of my body feeling
the pressure of the dark brown current.
Only my twisted hair and blank expression
would be above the water.
Legs trotting until my pinky toe
stubs itself, hitting
the violent rocks of the riverbed.
My body liberated from the dam,
and pulled through the undercurrents
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rising up for air, like quick interrupted words.
My thighs, belly, and breasts shaking
from the flood and like a log rise
to the surface, aching for solid ground.
Then I’d be virtuous to be so heavy.
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THE GREY MAN
Lindsay Hause

Autumn was the ideal time for hitchhiking in the Upper Midwest.
Even in a cloudless sky, the sun’s heat did not press into your back like
it did in the middle of July, nor was there the humidity that clings to
every part of you, making even breathing difficult. In the fall there was
a crisp wind to cool your head and invigorate your step, but not so cold
as the icy winter winds that chill one’s marrow to slush. Cori knew these
things about the north. She understood the earth on an elemental level.
She knew that a fine October day in this bipolar place could swiftly turn
into the glacial: a blizzard threatening to blind the world in whiteness.
But her bones did not sense that today. So she walked the edge of the
roadway, faded boots thumping on the asphalt, occasionally crunching a
crisp leaf, thumb up with just that slight curve in it. A signal to the busy
commuters.
It was unlikely any would be stopping to scoop her up along their
way. Such few people did these days, even for someone seeming outwardly beautiful. So she continued on, arm outstretched lazily and occasionally on the off chance, with the resignation that she would be walking all
the way. Hunger began clawing at her belly, a sudden insistence that was
a sharp pain in the hollow of her body. Cori tried her best to ignore it
and quickened her steps. The autumn breeze sent welcome goose bumps
rising on her neck, dark tendrils of hair whipping about. Leaves skittered
ahead of her down the shoulder of the road, making a dry chitter. She
could not recall what had drawn her so far from her place by the river last
night, her memory such a muddled mess these days, but it was past due
time to return, before hunger consumed and crippled her.
As she made her way back, boots pounding out the pavement, she
found her steps faltering as her eyes grazed a hawthorn tree standing tall
off the roadway. Not native here, of course, but people bring things where
they will. The leaves were turning their fiery orange-red, and the thorned
limbs were laden with crimson berries. The hawthorn in its lovely autumn cloak of color made Cori recall a distant place she’d once belonged,
where those she knew rendezvoused at such trees, sacred as they were. It
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was forbidden for anyone to cut them down, lest they invoke the wrath
of a powerful being. One such being went by the name of Oberon, but
none she knew in her wanderings had heard a whisper of his whereabouts
in quite some time. Idly, she wondered now where he was, for certainly
he still was. But the emptiness of her belly was growing to ravenous proportions, so she took one last lingering look at the enchanting Sgitheach,
chickadees alighting on its limbs to taste its berries, and then hurried on
toward the river and the feasts it would hopefully offer.
As expected, she made it the six miles to the bridge downtown with
no assistance beyond her own two feet. It could not be helped, no one
trusted anyone these days. Everyone was suspicious. Everyone was suspect. Weren’t they always, though? Perhaps it is not that people are any
more suspicious than they ever were, but that people aren’t so naïve as
they used to be. Less likely to believe a fairy tale notion, or to trust a
stranger by the roadway or the riverside. But who can say what goes on
in the mind of man? Cori shrugged the idle thoughts away as she settled
her pack onto the concrete ground.
Sifting through her things, her searching hands clutched her pack of
smokes, but had no luck in finding a lighter. Cori sighed, rocking on her
heels, staring up at the concrete archway beneath the bridge. Pretending
for a moment it was the archway to some other place and time. Nowhere
great, it did not have to be, just elsewhere. But the shrill honking of a
perturbed commuter and the constant thrum of traffic dispelled any illusion gathering at the edges of her mind. There was a deep, rough “ahem”
from the shadows beneath the bridge. A grey man emerged into the light,
rubbing his scruffy chin. Cori thought, he’s all grey, grey hair, grey skin,
grey coat, grey fingernails, grey on grey on grey. She’d lose sight of him if he
stood before a storm cloud. Camouflage like that is a handy thing, one could
disappear in this slate-grey city.
“You homeless, girl?” he said through a gravel filled throat.
“Being between homes doesn’t make one without,” she said, spitting
at the ground by his feet. Cori didn’t feel the need to elaborate on her
nomadic life lived by the waterways.
“Doesn’t make one with, neither,” he spat back, just missing the
scuffed toe of her boot.
“Got a light?” she asked, holding out her hand. The lighter slid into
her palm, warm from his pocket, greasy from his fingers. The lighter was
a defiant hot pink, and Cori caught a chuckle in the back of her throat.
The spark of the thing set her dark eyes alight, and she settled against the
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alcove as the smoke settled in her lungs. She held it there, trapped in the
darkness of her chest, before releasing it to the world again.
“You homeless then?” she asked the grey man.
“You’re standing in it, honey,” he said, his voice dragging over dry
stones. To her arched brow, he said, “Homes can be elusive things, when
ya move around as much as me. This is where I am today, for now, this
is where I stay.” Cori nodded at this, as though it were the sagest of wisdom. She knew all the world as her home, and yet she struggled to find
her place in it.
“What’s this then?” the grey man asked, tapping the side of her neck
where a faded blue triquetra rested behind her ear, three triangular arcs
interlacing with each other. There was a tight tugging at the small hairs
there where he touched her, an inkling of something.
“What’s what?” She stepped back with a half scowl. A gruff acknowledgement left his lips and he left it at that. She shifted her beanie further
down her head.
Ash flicked from the tip of her cigarette and the wind took it, tangling it into the grey man’s beard, getting lost in it with all the other soot
and gunmetal. The old man was staring at her with ancient, unyielding
eyes—they too were sooty of course. There was kindness in them, Cori
noted, with a twinge of irritation.
Kindness had little use in her world, she gave up on the notion eons
ago. One could not survive this hard, mechanized place with a tender
heart, so Cori reduced hers to a thimble size. It beat simply so that she
could breathe and find her next meal, find her next refuge, and that was
its purpose. Her life was an endless cycle of hunger that always grew, and
satiation that never stayed. It was a lonely existence, to be sure, but it was
all that was left to her in this time, a time where human influence marred
everything: the trees, the air, the water.
Her eyes found the torrent of the river beneath the bridge, that great
river that stretched its yawning reach southward across the country. It
was turbulent today, in the fading light as the sun made its slow decent
in the sky, if a little diminished by lack of autumn rain. Dark greys and
browns moving choppily over one another, the unseen depths calling
to her. Cori knew in the spring, with waning cold and melting snow, it
would be full to overflowing once more. Flooding out downtown, where
she stood now submerged by at least a few feet of water. Spring changed
everything, hid a little in its watery way, but revealed too much. No,
autumn was her time. She relished it. The great shifting and falling away,
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before everything went into a deep slumber. Slumber is what she longed
for now. But first, a feast for her famished belly.
She studied the grey man as he studied her, both unyielding in their
inspection of the other, neither shying away. The man appeared grizzled
and world-worn, fine cracked webs fissuring the skin at the corner of his
eyes and mouth, like a cliff face long weathered and worn by the winds
and rains and unrelenting forces of the world. His hands were rough
and calloused when they brushed hers, as he reclaimed his ridiculous
pink lighter that stood so at odds with the man before her. Better than
no lighter, Cori chided herself, better than no source of heat or no means
for nicotine. Cori found so little solace in anything these days, but the
nicotine went a small way in curbing her eternal hunger. And the sweet
burn of a cigarette reminded her of another sweet, smokey burn from
long ago. One she had inhaled as fervently as she sucks down this arsenic
laden thing now.
“The Faerie fires of yore,” said the old man quietly with a glimmer
in his grey eyes. Spoken so softly she thought for sure she’d imagined it.
“Excuse me?” Cori said, but it was reactionary.
She didn’t expect explanation and in fact did not even hear the grey
man gruffly say “What?” as though he hadn’t spoken after all. She didn’t
hear him because in an instant she was there again, in the wild, windy
fields, smoke rising upward and filling her nostrils, dancing around the
bonfire with so many of her kin. Alike and not. The ocean crashed its
symphony against the shore and the night air sang with magic and mischief, the sky filled with countless stars. Crystalline kisses in a black velvet
infinite. And humans were but a glimmer at the reaches of her mind.
They did not rule the world yet, and so were merely a thought for later
feasting. The grey man cleared his throat once more, and shattered Cori’s
reverie.
“Name’s Obie,” the man said on a slight chuckle, though she couldn’t
guess at what he found funny. And Cori did not want his name. Names
were for the living. And the two of them were as good as dead to the
world. It holds no place for the likes of us. The castaways and wayward ones,
she thought, the forgotten.
“How do you know about…” but Cori trailed off, unsure if she had
imagined him mentioning the fires in the first place. Her mind had a way
of mixing memories with the present, of fabricating moments to repress
her yearning for all that was now lost to history.
“Fancy a swim, old man?” Cori asked abruptly, tired of idle chatter.
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Tired of people. Her belly was gnawing doggedly at her now, and she was
so very ready for a deep sleep, until the spring at least.
“A bit cold for that, isn’t it lass?” The gravel voice took on a Scottish
brogue, and she hesitated briefly, but shook the unease from her bones,
certain it was her weariness and her ravenous appetite that made her
tattered mind muddle things. Cori continued. She was so very hungry.
And hunger makes a fool of even the most ancient of beings. She took the
man gently by the arm and tugged him toward the water’s edge.
“But it’ll be nice, Obie,” she said to him sweetly, lacing her words in
a fine dust of magic. “I’ll keep you warm.” She took the grey man’s hand
in hers and dipped them together in the icy water, a sigh escaped her lips.
She would eat and then find sleep.
“Have you wandered so far and so long from home, you no longer
recognize one of your own? You no longer know your king?” the grey
man mused. Cori looked into his eyes, uncertainty becoming a living
thing in her mind. And for an instant he wasn’t the grey man any longer,
but a tall dark figure, wreathed in shadows and wisps of frost, ancient
eyes flashing silver, and a thorny crown upon his head, resting against
the horns that rose from each temple. A dread chill slipped into Cori’s
thimble heart, and she stumbled back.
“Oberon,” Cori said on a gasp.
“Correct you are, my wayward Kelpie.” On instinct only, Cori made
for the water, splashing in boots and all. A crack of thunder let loose as
her feet and legs met the water, and her body started to change. But a
firm grip took hold of her hair, her hat falling away, pulling at her scalp
and halting the transformation, as he dragged her soaking wet from the
comforting icy clutches of the river. King Oberon—Obie, of all the ridiculous and obvious things to miss, Cori thought bleakly—shoved her to the
ground and in an incredulous tone he said, “You tried to eat me.” She
settled back against the concrete wall, glaring up at the old grey man who
wasn’t a man at all. It was not a defiant glare, but a resigned one. Much to
her annoyance, a kindness returned to the grey man’s eyes, a look of pity.
She spat once more at the grey man’s feet.
“You are so tired, and so hungry, always.” It was not a question, but
a statement he made. “You feel forgotten, but I never forget any of my
own. I am sorry it has taken me so long.” The great king in his fadedgrey-man glamour released a sigh heavy with sorrow and leaned down,
slipping the tip of an iron dagger between her ribs, softly and with such
care. She did not cry out at the pain felt there, for how beautiful it was to
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feel something other than unrelenting emptiness. Miraculously he found
her thimble heart, but then a Fae king was not likely to miss his mark.
It was a favor, Cori thought bitterly but with a palpable relief, a favor
from the Fae King to a lowly Kelpie. The Fae dealt in favors, trading in and
owing debts, but this was one she would not be able to repay. She was
exhausted and let her gaze wander, finding the choppy waves of the river.
The rushing current the sweetest of lullabies—as old as time, as old as
her memory. The grey man lit a cigarette and Cori’s mind was filled one
last time of ancient bonfires and endless dancing and a glittering night
sky. Rough, dry hands lifted her failing body and eased her back into the
frigid water that was long her home.
“Caidil gu math,” sleep well, the old grey man said, his words lost
to the wind. He ground his cigarette out beneath his booted heel and
stepped once more into the shadows. If people had been so inclined to
listen that evening, a banshee’s wail would have been heard, lamenting
along the wind and the river. Though there seems little place left in the
world for the hearing of such things.
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A WELCOME CONCLUSION
Clara McRae

there are feathers on the kitchen floor
and drops of blood on the countertop,
shed with the same inevitability as
a baby tooth. Such a violent reminder
of the passage of time.
i will wash my hands a thousand times
and they will still be stained with dirt,
with sin, with all the books i’ve begun
to read but never finished.
conversing with my reflection, she
tells me the plan: i will open your
sternum and hold your heart in my
hands, i will soak it in sunlight and
leave it on the back porch to dry.
i think that i am better this time.
i think that i am stronger than i was.
i think that i will cry if you look at
me in this light.
some days, when i go outside, the
sky is infinitely wide. some days,
i think it will unhinge its jaw and
swallow me whole. some days,
i wish you would.
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HOW TO KILL A DUSKWING
BUTTERFLY
Stephanie Hohn
It was the first thing my father ever asked me to kill, but before the
duskwing, I had already killed a butterfly.
It had been an accident, but that didn’t make the cabbage looper not
dead. I crushed it in the transfer from net to Mason jar, its white body
falling onto the glass bottom with a little tink sound. Usually butterflies
tink tink tinked themselves against the inside of the jar, but this one just
lay crumpled, leaving a brown stain behind on the glass when I poured
it out onto the ground. A dead butterfly seemed like it should still be
beautiful and light, like a leaf before winter, but this was wet and messy.
By then I had already seen a lot of dead things—birds my cat had
killed and deer my father had, squirrels hit by cars—but they had all
had a sort of featureless quality to them. The deer had seemed especially
unreal, hanging in the garage to drain as skinless as an anatomy drawing.
I’d poked one in the eye once to feel the way it gave.
The worst dead things were when it rained and all the worms came
out to keep from drowning and got smashed by shoes or dried out in the
sun, because there was no way to stop it, even if I left for school an hour
early and picked up all the ones on the way.
I’d known, abstractly, that handling butterflies was a form a violence.
It knocked some of the dust from their wings, kept them from eating,
made them scared. But they were beautiful, and I wanted to look at them
up close.
Most of the ways I knew how to love things were destructive. I loved
flowers, so I put them into cups of water to wither and die. I loved my
cat, so I carried him around by his neck.
This was in keeping with the way my father loved wild game by
boiling their skulls and mounting them on the wall. There was already a
place reserved there for my future accomplishments, when I turned 12
and could apply for a hunting license. At five I could already deadeye a
pop can from across a field.
My brother was almost old enough, but no one had much hope for
Andrew’s capacity as a hunter. “Your brother is soft,” our father said in
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disgust, more times than he said almost anything else. “Lie, cheat, and
steal.”
The word under all those words, the one he really meant, was “weak,”
which was the worst thing you could be. In our family we liked roller
coasters, didn’t scream at horror movies, and carried all the groceries inside in one trip. Andrew got sick on the yo-yo ride and threw up. He stole
half of the peanut butter cups I’d been saving from Halloween and hid
the wrappers in his pillowcase when he could have just asked to share.
He fainted during the school play. The idea of spending long hours in the
woods with that caliber of boy brought our father no pleasure. He was
relying on me.
“I’m sick of you wasting your time fucking around with those bugs,”
he told me on the way to the hardware store to buy chloroform. “The
next one you catch we’re gonna mount, if you have to do it.”
He had followed the proclamation with a demonstration, soaking
cotton balls in the chemical and dropping them in a jar with complete
confidence that his money and time weren’t being wasted. I had never
disappointed him before—I was the one who didn’t cheat at cards and
helped with the raspberry bushes without complaining about the scratches. “Honest, tough, generous.” We were best friends, reading books together and sneaking out for doughnuts before everyone else got home.
I didn’t know how to say a “no” he would hear—I’d never had to do
it before. I stopped catching butterflies. They still tempted me, but now
seeing them up close was the same thing as crushing them into that wet
pulp. When I thought about doing it, it felt like something was pressing
hard at the center of my chest.
Then, in the garage where we hung the deer and kept the bench
grinder my father used to sharpen his gardening tools, I found it.
The garage was dirty in a way that didn’t feel bad, the kind of dirty
that smelled like sawdust and oil, and I usually liked being there. I especially liked taking snacks folded up in the bottom of my shirt up to the
second story so I could lay on the wood floor and imagine things, like
that the backyard was full of tropical fish.
That was what I was doing when I saw it trapped in a spider web,
walking up the stairs with an apple in one hand and a chunk of sharp
cheddar cheese in the other. The web was in the window, and the butterfly was black, outlined in creamy white that glowed in the sunlight.
I loved it instantly, the way people fall in love in movies, so clean
against the smeared layers of dirt that covered the glass. It was still movThe Oval • 55

ing.

Trying to be careful with its wings, I unstuck it from the web and
took it outside on my hand. The warmth of the light made it open and
close its wings, but it seemed too weak to fly.
I gave it a stick to stand on in a jar while I found a thimble to fill
with sugar water, but it seemed to prefer to lick it off of my hand. It was
the most lovely thing I’d ever seen up close, and all I wanted was for it
to fly away.
“It’s going to be okay, you’re okay,” I told it, wondering if the spider
had gotten a chance to liquify its insides while it was trapped, but it
didn’t seem to be in pain. I kept whispering to it that it was going to be
okay, that it was wonderful, that it seemed so weak and I didn’t want it
to die, peppering my speech with little terms of endearment like “honey”
and “sweetheart,” trying to cajole it into health so it could flutter off before my father saw it.
It didn’t. It was too exhausted to move much, barely able to lap the
smallest bits of sugar water off my skin. I was afraid to leave it alone in
case a bird came along and tried to eat it. I sat in the grass for hours with
my shorts absorbing the moisture from the ground, until the hairs on my
arms stood up from the chill and my father found me.
He helpfully prepared the chloroform and dropped it into the jar
I had tried so hard to make a welcoming place for the butterfly, then
walked away. He wanted me to do it myself; this was my project.
It would have been so easy to drop the butterfly into the jar. It
wouldn’t have even struggled, just given one little tink. It might even have
been merciful, since it was so weak. I asked it what it thought, if it was
suffering, if I would be putting it out of its misery. It was the most horrible feeling I’d ever felt, thinking about telling my father that I couldn’t
kill butterflies on purpose because it felt like ripping up something important. I just wanted to look at them for a while, and then let them go.
I knew, the way you knew things would fall to the ground if you dropped
them, that he would love me less if I did.
But I sat with the butterfly, and fed it sugar water, and called it darling, until it flew away.
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FELONY TIME SPENT FROM
A BIG CITY COMPLEX
Lindsay Hause

Used to imagine her out there
alone
big city complex
so big, she could disappear.
Empty house, lights on
like jack-o-lantern
eyes in the night.
Nights where the dog
howled out back
alone.
Days where she couldn’t
sit up straight
couldn’t
keep eyes open
coming down
down
down
down
Told me not
to worry
little sister complex
worry so big, fear
she could disappear.
Please don’t disappear.
Skin & bone &
dirt & cold stone &
where does she lay
her head down?
down
down
down
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Where is she
safe?
Foul mouthed,
silver-tongued
company she kept.
Slipped dirty
things into
beautiful veins.
Red & blue &
light flashing hue &
lay her life down
down
down
down
for him.
That low-life
piece of shit.
She was so small then,
almost disappeared
at his whim.
Skin & bone &
cuffs & cold stone &
alone.
For so long
lost but
no longer.
The slurry of wrongness
seeping in sleepy
veins,
dropped her so low
low
low
low
But turns out,
she had to settle down
down
down
down
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hit a new low
confined
sitting behind
chill bars & bullet-proof panes &
find clean veins & find a clear head
space.
To find her way
and get back up
up
up
up
To the land
of the living,
away from that city
big city complex
so big she almost
disappeared.
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SOUP
Lindsey Gallagher

The doors open, shut. Martin had tried to walk through the sliding
grocery store doors, but they shut as he approached them. Then they
wouldn’t even open. He stood there, waved his arms. The doors would
not move. He took a step back, walked up to them again. Still nothing.
He began wording his complaint to the manager—your doors don’t even
work. Enough of this automatic crap. Can’t you buy real doors, ones you can
open with your hands—when an elderly woman pushing a cart neared
the entrance. The doors slid open and she walked in effortlessly. It was
the cart, Martin told himself as he sped through before the doors shut
on him.
Kelsey had been sick. She hadn’t moved from the sofa in nearly three days. Their living room reeked of vomit. She stayed covered
beneath a heavy blanket, feverish, body aching, looking nothing short
of terrible, hair disheveled, dark bags under the eyes, a blotchy patch of
reddened, dry skin beneath the nose. Martin spent his day off huddled
in their bedroom, emerging only when the pangs in his stomach led
him to the kitchen for a bowl of cereal.
“There’s no more milk,” he said standing over her.
“Go to the store yourself. I’m not going anywhere.”
He backed down deciding he could manage; he could bear dry
cereal if it meant avoiding the store.
“I need more Advil, more tissues, some saltines, and warm soup,”
she said.
“You can make it until tomorrow,” Martin protested. She vomited
on him, soaking his jeans with a yellow-brown brine. He changed his
pants and left. Slammed the door.
Martin read the signs hanging over each aisle: soup in five. A
cashier stared at him from the register, smacking gum. A gap made up
the space where her front teeth belonged. When his eyes met hers, he
abruptly turned away. Aisle five greeted him with overstocked shelves:
hundreds of cans of what he needed. He had no clue as to what kind of
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soup to get. All she said was soup, warm soup. How helpful.
He stared at the shelves. An absolute preponderance of soup
cans. Cream of mushroom, cream of celery, cream of chicken. Twenty-five percent less sodium. Broccoli cheddar. Ninety-eight percent fat
free. Beef and noodle. Heart-healthy. Chicken noodle. Old-fashioned.
French onion. Homestyle. Tomato. The little red and white can stared
at him. The big red “tomato,” the script “Campbell’s” printed on the
front; the label had barely changed. He could hear the gloopy soup
plopping into his bowl each time he complained of hunger to his
mother. He could taste the salt-saturated, faintly tomato, liquid mixture. He grimaced. The best his mother could do. PB&J and Campbell’s
tomato soup. The squeaky wheel of a cart passing behind interrupted
his thoughts. The elderly woman who glided through those damned
automatic doors. He traced her eyes to the cans of minestrone in front
of him.
“Mind if I sneak in here?” she said.
He stepped back. Said nothing. Studied her.
“You look quite a bit overwhelmed here, son. What are you looking
for?”
“Oh no, I’m all right. Just trying to pick the best one.”
“You’ll be here all day trying to do that,” she said with a warm
smile. “I suppose you’re not shopping for yourself, are you?”
It wasn’t a rhetorical question. He knew he should answer, yet he
wanted her to leave. He didn’t need this nosy old woman’s help.
“Who are you shopping for?”
Martin avoided eye contact, instead glancing to the end of the aisle
as if interested in the cheap lawn chairs pathetically arranged against the
wall.
“Well?” she persisted.
He wasn’t going to get away without an answer. Damn old people
being so damn kind.
“My girlfriend,” he said flatly.
The elderly woman smiled again. Watching her wrinkled skin
stretch, his Aunt Beatrice—her repulsive neck fat, her wet lips, her prolonged interrogations—came to mind. He shuddered.
“How lovely,” she said. “Certainly, you know her favorite. This can’t
be too hard.”
He didn’t. How was he supposed to know? It’s soup. She pushed
her wide-brimmed glasses up, glancing at her list, stalling for him.
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“It’s all right. As long as you bring her something flavorful and cook
it nicely for her.”
“Beef and broccoli,” Martin quipped the name of the first label he
saw.
“Beef and broccoli. Oh, that’s my favorite. My momma used to
make that every Wednesday night. We always had Campbell’s even
though she said it had too much salt; all that salt going to spike your
blood pressure as high as those towering buildings in the east. She
would add water, steam some more broccoli and add it in with some
garlic for extra flavor. Never can have too much garlic, she would say.
We’d sit around the table and Pops would serve Momma, Linda, and
then me. She always got warm bread from Nona’s. That was Pop’s favorite; dipping the bread in his bowl.”
Martin shifted. He looked at the shelf and picked off three cans of
Campbell’s low sodium beef and broccoli.
She looked up at Martin, “When I was fourteen Momma showed
me her recipe. Half cup of water, a crown of broccoli, two cloves of
garlic per can. Her momma taught her the same thing. The soup is
old as Lincoln, I suppose,” she chuckled. “I made it for my Ed the first
Wednesday—”
“Ma’am, that’s lovely, but I’ve got to go. Have a good day.”
At the register he plunked the cans onto the belt. The cashier stood
smacking her gum. He could smell the fruity watermelon.
“This all?” she said scanning the last can.
“Yeah,” he said, staring at the tattoo on her neck.
She followed his eyes to the tattoo. “My boyfriend paid for it as
our six-month anniversary gift. I always wanted to get one. Isn’t it just
lovely?”
The tiger’s eyes were uneven, its tail disproportionately long.
Looked more like a starving house cat than a tiger. Must’ve been a
cheap job.
“It’s nice,” he said, handing her a crumpled twenty.
He slammed the door to the truck and stuck the key in the ignition. He spun the volume control until it stopped, but the music
remained barely audible. A static hum filled the cab. Martin swung the
shifter into reverse and backed up while toggling between stations. Only
when the metal of a shopping cart collided loudly with his rear bumper
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did he turn around. Frustrated, he slammed on the brakes, shifted into
park, swung open the door and walked to the back of the cart to move
the shopping cart he had tipped over.
“Shit.”
The chatty old woman from the soup aisle lay sprawled on the
ground. Her grocery bags collapsed beside her. A can of minestrone
soup rolled with the sloping pavement toward the drain.
“My god, are you all right?”
This time she didn’t respond. She turned her head; her glasses were
bent. Her scribbled list floated off with the wind. Three other shoppers
ran to the woman and began to sit her up, but when she cried out in
pain, they laid her back down. Another young man took off his sweatshirt and offered it as a pillow. A woman spoke into her phone: “—yes,
an elderly woman at the Plymouth’s on Fifth Street.”
Martin’s head spun. Could he not even get soup from the grocery
store? He thought of the sliding doors closing on him. The shitty tiger.
The three cans of low sodium beef and broccoli on the passenger seat.
He kicked his tire. People crowded around the woman. No one looked
at him. It’s his day off. He doesn’t need to spend it dealing with this.
Her fault, anyway, walking into the road like that. He slunk back into
his truck, pulled through the empty spot in front of him and headed
to the other exit. In the rearview he watched the people, circling with
worried looks, doting on the woman.
In front of the apartment, Martin slammed on the brakes as he
pulled to the curb. The soup cans hit the glove box and fell to the floor.
He grunted, leaning over to get them.
“Low sodium beef and broccoli,” he muttered. “She better like this
shit.”
Kelsey hadn’t moved from the sofa, “What kind did you get?”
“Beef and broccoli, what does it matter?”
“Woah there, grumpy. You know I don’t like broccoli.”
“Well, that’s what I got.” He slammed the cans against the granite.
“I’m going to watch TV.”
Kelsey rolled over and moved her dirty tissues off the chair adjacent
to the sofa, but Martin had already disappeared into the bedroom.
He emerged an hour later to pour milk into the dry cereal bowl
that sat on the counter from this morning. Martin ate his cereal without
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acknowledging Kelsey. The three cans of beef and broccoli sat on the
counter. He thought about the elderly woman, assured himself she was
fine. Kelsey wandered into the kitchen; his stare didn’t break.
“Interesting soup cans, aren’t they?” she joked.
“I hit an old lady in the parking lot and drove away. I don’t even
know if she’s okay. I drove away.”
Kelsey’s eyes widened.
“You what? You hit an old lady. What do you mean? How fast were
you going?”
“Some old lady wouldn’t stop talking to me about beef and broccoli
soup and how she would make it for her damn husband. I hit her.”
“Oh God. It had to have been Ms. Betty. She doesn’t spare a soul in
telling her beef and broccoli stories. You hit Ms. Betty... poor, old Ms.
Betty.”
“I didn’t mean—”
“Oh, she’s the sweetest little thing and you don’t even know if she’s
okay? Her husband died just last year. She’s lonely for Christ’s sake,
Martin.”
He wasn’t prepared for Kelsey’s attack; thought she would be too
weak. Of course, she knew the woman. He sat in the kitchen watching
her make calls to people who enjoyed this woman’s soup stories enough
to be friends with her. Kelsey hung up the phone and breathed a sigh of
relief.
“Ms. Betty is at St. Mark’s with a cracked rib. Luckily, nothing too
serious. You’re taking her this soup. I’m sure she told you her recipe.”
Half cup of water, a crown of broccoli, two cloves of garlic—he
remembered. “I don’t remember,” he lied.
“Of course, you don’t.”
He sat and watched Kelsey as she watered it down and flavored it.
She moved quickly, appeared perfectly healthy to him. But he could see
the beads of sweat collecting on her forehead, the grimaces of searing
pain. Still, it took only a half-hour for her to hand him the Tupperware.
“St. Mark’s. Betty Whitburn.”
The Tupperware nearly burned his hands on the way to the truck.
He knew where to go; it wasn’t St. Mark’s. In the back corner of the
parking lot, he cracked open his door and dumped the steaming soup
onto the pavement. He watched it drain over the uneven, cracking
pavement. The garlic filled his nostrils. Stepping over the soupy pave66 • Lindsey Gallagher

ment, he walked into the bar as the sun’s light grew dim and the cold
evening air brushed his skin.
“Whiskey,” Martin said immediately to the young bartender,
leaving him no opportunity for small talk. Enough of that today. The
man turned to the bottles and poured Martin a glass. The sweet, cold
whiskey passed over his tongue and down his throat.
“Damn good,” he muttered, turning to look out at the nearly empty bar. He returned for another sip and looked up at the game on the
screen over the bar.
“Would you like a menu tonight, sir?”
Martin looked to the bartender, “Why do you think I’m here?”
The man, his mouth crinkled in a timid smile, placed a menu in
front of Martin.
Glancing at the menu, Martin saw the usual bar food. Burgers.
Steaks. He sipped at his drink, eager for it to blur his thoughts. He
would wait to order. He slumped back in his chair, occupying himself
with the game, muttering occasional comments at the screen.
Eventually he returned to the menu. Unsatisfied by the offerings, he
looked back at the bartender, “Any specials tonight?”
“Yes, of course sir. Tonight we have filet mignon with roasted asparagus. It’s quite delicious. Cut just right.” The bartender turned back
to the drink he was pouring. Then he added, “Oh and the starter—beef
and broccoli soup. House-made, of course.”
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GOODBYE MY FRUIT
Wren Roe

I strut down the crowded streets as I do,
my arms are weighed down by bags of produce—
throbbing,
vulnerable.
Our eyes lock—
it’s not love simmering through my spine
making butterflies reform into cannons,
		
it’s a much too familiar vibe.
His gaze drifts to my bags of produce—

Bingo

I know your game.
My eyes glare him down,
laser beams shoot out and burn his skin.
That was a lie.
		
I am a woman,
			
no real superpowers.
He saunters towards me,
passersby’s remain blissfully unaware
to the man planning to steal
			my lemons,
				my onions,
					my carrots.
Not today.
I run through the maze of people,
but wait—
a lighter bag indicates…
I turn, a banana has fallen and he has grabbed it, he is gone.
That banana stealing thief.
I am left with a little bit less trust,
a little bit less produce.
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TO MY BELOVED BODY,
Hanna Carstensen

Do you know what it feels like to be forgotten?
I tried to bake a blackberry pie this afternoon,
roaming the riverside, tripping over bones of little animals,
picking berries from a bloody bush
until my stained hands ached.
I knead you
into two lopsided circles
that will never fit the pan.
How I tried to forget you.
I starved you rotten,
avoided reflective surfaces.
My cursed corporeal form.
Scars that I tried to scrub away with sugar,
the carelessness of how I treated you.
I want to accept you in your entirety,
bring you lilacs in bushels from the garden,
bathe you in tea heavy with cream and honey,
and dance with you to the sound of folk music.
I promise to try.
As forever,
Always yours
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HYACINTHS IN KNOXVILLE
Arwen Baxter

I come from a long line of female suicides—
I’m gonna count them one by one,
queuing up outside the ladies room,
with gin and rope and steel and wire,
coat hangers dangling off the family tree.
Fear death by water
she calls in cavernous whispers—
by far the most popular this season.
The sailboat was missing for seven days.
We tried to recall what the thunder said for the men in suits
but we do not speak their language.
They cannot taste the metallic static on the wind the way we do—
Finn’s hounds—we can sniff out our bleeding sisters,
that’s why Plath, the cat, the mistress and her daughter
are all in the same house
they say we sync/sink with each other and the moon.
Drip drop drip white noise of the fluid drop—
the sudden stop in the hyacinths.
We come from a long line of malleable royalty—
wax figures, yellowed, leaden, and pliable
wick’d and kerosened.
We were civil and disfigured—
thin platinum locks plastered to protruding spines.
We kept in darkness, rare lizards—
glue like skin peeling away
from the pads of our fingers at the piano forte.
We were running from what was hollowed out for us,
the void underneath fresh pink cotton.
This is a long lineage,
like the Khan who sired a thousand sons
she sired a thousand years of woe—
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memory enwombed in void,
passed through dull braids in mahogany boxes.
We lived as aesthetic monks,
aroused within the melancholy of the particular,
pure subjects of the universal emptiness.
I have the capacity to make of myself ash in the powder room,
an empty object on the stream of will-less cognition.
I could be a vessel of the sublime,
like all those goddamn cliffs on the Mississippi river
named for the women who leapt.

The Oval • 73

HANDICAPPED PARKING
Tommy Brock

The driver shifted the old Ranger’s manual transmission into park
after he backed into the spot closest to the convenience store’s glass door.
“Lou, I don’t think we can park here.”
“What?”
“It’s a handicapped spot,” the passenger explained as he turned
around in his seat to point to the sign out the rear window.
“Hue, listen to me.” He waited for eye contact from the other man
before he continued, “No one fucking cares, it’s three in the goddamn
morning.”
“Well, I just—”
“Shut it and pay attention. Under no circumstances, no circumstances are you to use my name after this point.”
“Yeah, yeah, I know.” Hue rolled his eyes.
“Are you sure? Cause I don’t want a repeat—”
“Look, it was one time, I messed up one time. You’re never going to
let me forget about Clarita, are you?”
Lou pulled the black ski mask over his head. “One time, my ass.
Don’t think I forgot about Dustwood.”
“You can’t count that I didn’t use your name that time.” Hue smirked
as he slid on his neon pink ski mask.
“No, but you did knock over the counter display, and hit the cashier
in the head. This time don’t touch—” Lou froze staring at the bright knit
fabric that almost radiated its own light. “What the fuck is that?”
“Don’t worry I won’t touch anything but the loot. Still, I don’t think
we should’ve left her on the floor like that. We should’ve dialed 911 or
something.”
“Nine one one? We were there to rob the place! How do you suppose
we would’ve explained that to the police? Well, officer, we were threatening her with this pistol, but then we started to worry about her long-term
mental capabilities.”
Hue made a mouthing motion with his fingers and thumb as he
tilted his head side to side. “Can we do this already?”
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“Oh, and don’t forget about the liquor store in Pima either. You
maced me!”
“I thought it was a fragrance.”
“Why would there be key chain cans of fragrance on a liquor store
counter?”
“Lou, I get it, let’s go already.”
“No, not until you explain that pink monstrosity.”
“You told me to grab two masks, and they only had one black one
left. I figured you would get pissed if I left you with the pink one.”
“Really, that’s all they had? One black and the rest were Jesus-fucking-Christ-look-at-me pink?!”
“Well, no, they had a couple blue ones, and a hunter’s orange one.”
“And?”
“I just thought it would be fun.”
“You know what would be fun, if we each got matching white glittery gloves on one hand and moonwalked our way in!”
“Shit Lou, I didn’t think you’d be down—”
“Shut up, just please for the love of God, shut the fuck up for the rest
of this goddamn night,” he pleaded as he retrieved the pistol from under
the truck’s driver’s seat.
Hue followed him through the convenience store’s entrance and kept
silent while Lou screamed orders. Without taking his eyes off the cashier,
who was placing the hundred or so dollars of small bills in a plastic bag,
Lou told Hue to grab a six-pack. Hue walked down the cooler aisle to
the last glass door and scanned the options before he shouted across the
tiny building.
“Hey, you want to try something new? They’ve got a nice selection
of locals. This Scotch ale looks nice, or are you feelin’ an I.P.A. tonight?”
“Just grab some Miller, or something.”
“Oh come on, be a little adventurous for a change. You know what,
we’re getting this honey rye.”
“Fine, we don’t have fucking time for this shit! Let’s get a move on
it.” Despite it being under his breath from across the store Hue still heard
Lou mumble, “Dumbass.”
Hue walked back to the front with a bit of annoyance. “Really, menthols? You know they make me think of toothpaste. Can’t we get a couple
packs of something decent, too?”
“Fine,” Lou turned back to the cashier and told him to throw in the
other packs pointing out specifically with his gun, but the cashier didn’t
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move. “Hurry up, don’t you realize this is a gun?”
The cashier still didn’t move, his eyes staring past them out the front door.
Before Lou could reach across the counter to crack him on the head with the
empty gun, Hue spoke up, “Lou, I don’t think we should’ve parked there.”
“Goddamn it, Hue! I said no names!”
Hue pointed his hand past Lou’s face, toward the front window to a police officer in the process of writing a ticket on their truck.
“Fuck,” Lou said and let the pistol hand drop to his side.
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